###### Strengths and limitations of this study

-   This will be the first systematic scoping review of LGBTQ (lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender and questioning) issues across a broader context (ie, youth, foster parents and service providers) of child welfare services.

-   The search strategy will include five electronic databases with peer-reviewed literature and grey literature sources.

-   The PRISMA Extension for Scoping Reviews (PRISMA-ScR): Checklist and Explanation will be used throughout the review process.

-   Stakeholders, including representatives from users and service providers, will be consulted and engaged throughout the study review process.

Introduction {#s1}
============

LGBTQ (lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender and questioning or queer) individuals in the child welfare system have received little attention[@R1] Although the focus on LGBTQ individuals has increased in recent years, it is still a very under-researched field internationally. This is remarkable, as it has been over 20 years since Sullivan \[[@R2], p. 294\] pointed at barriers towards effective child welfare services that particularly affect adolescents from sexual minorities. According to Sullivan, these barriers are related to the lack of incorporation of existing research and knowledge into policies and practices, inequalities in the understanding of this group\'s needs, the lack of suitable foster homes and group homes/institutions with competence for this group and limited flexibility in such arrangements for older children.

Increasing the awareness, knowledge and skills of social workers and administrators in the child welfare system is of critical importance to effectively meet the needs of LGBTQ youth and foster parents.[@R3] However, many social workers and child welfare workers lack the necessary competencies and knowledge to provide LGBTQ individuals with the services to attend to their unique needs.[@R4] Mallon and Woronoff[@R5] investigated how practitioners, scholars and policymakers treated LGBT (lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender) youth in foster care. The authors point to a general lack of acknowledging LGBT youth in foster care by traditional child welfare practitioners and policymakers and that professionals in the child welfare system are not as progressive towards LGBT issues compared with the general population. Using a national survey of agency members of the Child Welfare League of America (CWLA) with respect to organisational culture and service delivery for lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender and questioning (LGBTQ) youth, Rosenwald[@R3] found that agencies could improve their support for providing an inclusive environment, creating supportive policies and selecting childcare providers regardless of sexual orientation/gender identity. Rosenwald concluded that much work still remains for child welfare agencies to fully address the needs of LGBTQ youth. This underlines the importance of focusing on LGBTQ issues in child welfare services. The current scoping review is meant to provide a basis for identifying research gaps in this field and will also be used as a knowledge base for formulating concrete research questions in our ongoing research project 'LGBTQ-perspective in Child Welfare Services' (2018--2020).

A few recent studies suggest that sexual and gender minorities are overrepresented in child welfare services.[@R1] As many as 19% of children and youth in foster care self-identify as LGBTQ.[@R6] An estimated one-and-a-half to two times as many youths who are LGBTQ are in foster care than are represented in the general population.[@R6] Using a national representative sample of children who were referred to child welfare services due to a report of abuse or neglect over a 15-month period in the USA, The Second National Survey of Child and Adolescent Well-Being (NSCAW-II), Fish *et al* [@R8] found that sexual minority youth are nearly 2.5 times as likely as heterosexual youth to experience foster care placement and that sexual minority youth are largely overrepresented in child welfare services and out-of-home placement. Dettlaff and colleagues[@R9] reported, using the same data (NSCAW-II), that approximately 15.5% of all systems involved lesbian, gay or bisexual (LGB) youth and that lesbian and bisexual females and LGB youth of colour are both overrepresented within child welfare services. Moreover, LGB youth had an increased risk of adverse mental health outcomes compared with the normal population. Furthermore, based on a cross-sectional study (the California Healthy Kids Survey, USA), Baams *et al* [@R10] found that youth self-identified as LGBTQ were overrepresented in unstable housing and foster care.

When examining the overrepresentation, it is also important to look at the reasons for young people encountering child welfare services. Forty-four per cent of LGBTQ youth in care reported that their sexual orientation or gender identity were related to their removal from home.[@R11] Mostly, LGBTQ youth come into contact with the child welfare system for the same reasons as straight youth. However, LGBTQ youth are excessively overrepresented in cases of parental abandonment and conflict, runaways and truancy.[@R12] It can also be differences within the broad group 'LGBTQ', whereas the reasons for child welfare service referrals for many LGBTQ youth more often are related to a child's sexual orientation or gender identity than to their sexual orientation.[@R12]

Increasing numbers of lesbian women and gay men are accessing fostering and adoption services. Kate Wood[@R13] points out that gender and sexuality are still problematic areas of contestation within this context. LGBTQ foster parents and foster-to-adopt families have also received relatively little attention in the published literature. A few studies have examined lesbian women's and gay men's experiences of fostering and/or adopting via foster care.[@R14] Lavner *et al* [@R17] call attention to gay men and lesbian women experiencing increased examination and legal obstacles from the child welfare system.

Study rationale {#s1-1}
---------------

This scoping review protocol is part of an ongoing project on 'LGBTQ-perspectives in Child Welfare Services' that NTNU Social Research and SINTEF Digital is carrying out with funding from the Norwegian Directorate for Children, Youth and Family Affairs. The aim of the project is to study how the child welfare system encounters children and young people with LGBTQ identity and whether child welfare services are succeeding in meeting the needs of these groups of young people. To obtain an overview of existing national and international research, systematise findings and identify knowledge gaps, we begin by conducting this literature review. The review will provide an important basis for further developing questions and focus areas for the project and will be relevant when developing recommendations for practices. To the best of our knowledge, there is no existing peer-reviewed/published synthesis of the research on LGBTQ issues in a child welfare services setting that incorporates a broad perspective, including LGBTQ youth, LGBTQ foster parents and the perspectives of service providers.

Study objectives {#s1-2}
----------------

The overall objective of this scoping review is to systematically scope the existing research on LGBTQ issues in the context of child welfare services, including policy, practice, service providers and users' perspectives, with the following research questions:

1.  What is known about the practices of child welfare services towards LGBTQ individuals?

2.  What is known about LGBTQ foster parents?

The scoping review will examine the scope and characteristics of the research on the topic 'LGBTQ-perspectives in child welfare services'.

More precisely, the scoping review will:

-   Examine the extent (that is, size), range (variety) and nature (characteristics) of the evidence on the topic 'LGBTQ---child welfare services'.

-   Summarise the main findings from existing research literature.

-   Identify gaps in the literature to guide the planning and commissioning of future research on LGBTQ issues in a child welfare context.

This work will constitute a first step in a multistep Norwegian research project on 'LGBTQ issues in a child welfare context' and will guide the development and nuances of research questions, interview guides and questionnaires.

Methods and analysis {#s2}
====================

A scoping review is considered the most suitable approach, as the method provides an overview of a broad topic.[@R21] Methods will be followed as outlined by the Joanna Briggs Institute (JBI),[@R23] based on previous work by Arksey and O\'Malley[@R24] and Levac and colleagues.[@R25] In addition, the PRISMA Extension for Scoping Reviews (PRISMA-ScR): Checklist and Explanation[@R26] will be used throughout the review process. The PRIMSA checklist for the present study protocol can be found in the [online supplementary material](#SP1){ref-type="supplementary-material"}. The scoping review framework[@R23] consists of six stages: (1) identifying the research question, (2) identifying relevant studies, (3) study selection, (4) charting the data, (5) collating, summarising and reporting results and (6) consultation (optional). These stages will be discussed in further detail below.
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Stage 1: identifying the research question {#s2-1}
------------------------------------------

By consulting the research team and key stakeholders, our overall research questions are: (1) What is known about the practices of child welfare services towards LGBTQ individuals? (2) What is known about LGBTQ foster parents? These questions might be refined, or new ones might be added, as the process of conducting a scoping review is often iterative, requiring a reflexive approach to each stage.

Stage 2: identifying relevant studies {#s2-2}
-------------------------------------

To identify relevant literature, the search strategy will be underpinned by key inclusion criteria based on the 'Population--Concept--Context (PCC)' framework recommended by the Joanna Briggs Institute for scoping reviews[@R23] ([table 1](#T1){ref-type="table"}). The review will include original research articles (any methods) and review articles, including systematic reviews, meta-analyses, meta-syntheses, narrative reviews, mixed-methods reviews, qualitative reviews and rapid reviews. Grey literature will also be included (research reports). There will be no date limitations. Books and book chapters will be excluded. All settings (outcomes) will be considered.

###### 

Inclusion and exclusion criteria

  -------------- ----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------
  P-Population   LGBTQ sexual and gender minorities, any age
  C-Concept      Child welfare services (eg, in administration and casework, in out-of-home measures such as foster homes and residential youth care and in-home services such as supervision/guidance to parents and/or young people/youth/adolescents). Potential outcomes include placement, stability, pathways to care, experiences in care, practices, attitudes, policy, service access barriers, stigma, support, acceptance, discrimination, service use and barriers to service access.
  C-Context      The language is limited to English and Scandinavian languages (Norwegian, Swedish and Danish). Research articles are limited to developed countries (and regions) including UK, Canada, USA, Continental Europe, Australia and New Zealand where child welfare services will, to a certain extent, be comparable.
  -------------- ----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

LGBTQ, lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender and questioning.

Search strategy {#s2-3}
---------------

Identification of studies relevant to this review will be achieved by searching electronic databases of the published literature and by following the three-step process recommended by the Joanna Briggs Institute.[@R23] A preliminary search for previous scoping reviews on the topic or aligning with the topic (The JBI Database of Systematic Reviews and Implementation Reports, Epistemonikos, The Cochrane Database of Systematic Reviews, Campbell Collection and so on) showed that there were no scoping or systematic reviews on the topic. The first step consisted of an initial limited search of at least two online relevant databases. This was undertaken for PubMed (via Ovid) and PsychINFO, using the keywords displayed in [box 1](#B1){ref-type="boxed-text"}.

###### Search strategy

LGBT OR LGBTQ OR lesbian OR gay OR trans\* OR bisexual\* OR queer OR sexual and gender minorities

AND

child welfare OR state custody OR foster care OR foster parent\* OR substitute caregiver OR resource parent

The search (27 February 2019) resulted in 287 studies in PubMED and 119 studies in PsychINFO. Potentially relevant text words in the titles and abstracts of the most relevant articles will be used to collect a list of terms and inform a refinement of the terms. The research group will collaborate with a health sciences librarian at the Norwegian University of Science and Technology (NTNU), Faculty of Medicine and Health Science to refine the search.

The second step involves using all identified keywords and index terms and searching all included databases. The following databases will be searched: EMBASE (via Ovid), PsycINFO (via Ovid), Web of Science, PubMed (via Ovid) and the Nordic database Idunn. The search strategy for PubMed can be found in the [online supplementary material](#SP1){ref-type="supplementary-material"}. In the third and final step, the reference lists of the included studies will be scrutinised and the 'cited-by' function of Google Scholar will be used to search for additional studies. In addition, we will confer with researchers in the field for relevant articles in their country.

As recommended by the Joanna Briggs Institute, a search for a variety of grey literature sources will also be conducted. We will search relevant grey literature databases (eg, Grey Literature Report, OpenGrey, Google scholar) to identify studies and reports of relevance to this review. Furthermore, we will search the grey literature on the websites of local, national and international organisations and related organisations.

Stage 3: study selection {#s2-4}
------------------------

References will be imported to EndNote X9 for Windows. Before manual screening commences, duplicates will be removed and articles with missing author and/or title information will be excluded based on EndNote functionality. In the manual process, two independent researchers (JK, VP) will screen the titles of the articles for inclusion based on a priori inclusion criteria. Conflicting decisions will be resolved by discussion. Next, the same process will be repeated based on abstracts. Finally, full texts of potentially relevant studies will be assessed for eligibility by two of the authors (JK, VP). If consensus cannot be achieved, the research team (consisting of seven researchers) will be consulted to make a decision.

Stage 4: charting the data {#s2-5}
--------------------------

In scoping reviews, the data extraction process is referred to as charting the results.[@R23] A draft charting table/form will be developed at the protocol stage to record the key information of the source, including the following information: author(s); year of publication; origin/country of origin (where the study was published or conducted); aims/purpose of the study; study population and sample size (if applicable); methodology/methods; outcomes and details of these (eg, how measures) (if applicable) and key findings that relate to the scoping review question(s) (eg, placement, stability, pathways to care, experiences in care, practices, attitudes, policy, service access barriers, stigma, support, acceptance, discrimination, service use and barriers to service access). Charting the results can be an iterative process whereby the charting table is continually updated.[@R23] Initially, in the data charting process, we will conduct a pilot test of the charting table/form and the information from research-based and non-research-based publications will be collected in separate extraction forms, as recommended by the Joanna Briggs Institute.[@R23]

Stage 5: collating, summarising and reporting the results {#s2-6}
---------------------------------------------------------

The checklist for reporting scoping reviews---the 'Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews and Meta-Analysis: extension for Scoping Reviews (PRISMA-ScR)', the PRISMA-ScR[@R26] will be used. As the included studies will vary in study design and methods (ie, qualitative, quantitative and mixed methods), the included studies will be analysed using a thematic synthesis approach.[@R27] Thematic synthesis has three stages: (1) coding text 'line-by-line'; (2) developing descriptive themes and (3) generating analytical themes. While developing descriptive themes remains close to the primary studies, generating analytical themes represents a stage of interpretation where the reviewers will go beyond the primary studies and generate new interpretive constructs, explanations or hypotheses.[@R27] Additionally, we will be able to identify and report gaps in the research in the target field and determine where more in-depth analysis is required in terms of primary research and future systematic reviews. The results will be discussed in the context of current literature, practice and policy.

Stage 6: consultation {#s2-7}
---------------------

According to the Joanna Briggs Institute,[@R23] this step involves a knowledge translation activity and is an important step in scoping reviews. To strengthen the reliability of this study, we will collaborate closely with the rest of the research group in our ongoing research project 'LGBTQ-perspectives in Child Welfare services', which consists of seven researchers (including the authors of this publication) with different perspectives and competences. To validate the findings, we also have a reference group/consultation group consisting of relevant stakeholders in the field of LGBTQ issues and child welfare. We will communicate with this group in three main phases: (1) in the search process---to obtain input on relevant keywords and grey literature; (2) in the analysis process---to ensure knowledge translation and (3) in the end process---to inform and discuss interpretation of the findings. The reference group has representatives from different user organisations, one gay foster parent, child welfare workers and a bachelor's student in child welfare.

Patient and public involvement {#s2-8}
------------------------------

A reference group/consultation group consisting of relevant stakeholders in the field of LGBTQ issues and child welfare will be involved (as described in stage 6 consultation).

Dissemination and ethics {#s2-9}
------------------------

A scoping review is a secondary analysis of published literature and does not require ethics approval. This work will constitute a first step in a multistep Norwegian research project on 'LGBTQ issues in a child welfare context' and will guide the development and nuances of research questions, interview guides and questionnaires. This scoping review is meant to provide an overview of the existing literature, aiming to expand policy-makers' and practitioners' knowledge of LGBTQ issues in a child welfare context. The results will be disseminated through a peer-reviewed publication, conference presentations and a presentation to the key stakeholders.
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